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Promoting the Statutory Interpretation EXperience in 
Legal Education 
JAMES DUFFY, DES BUTLER and ELIZABETH DICKSON 
The need for statutory interpretation skills in legal education 
In Australia’s current legal environment, legislation is everywhere. At the Commonwealth level, and at state and territory level, law 
made by or under parliament (delegated legislation) continues to grow in number, complexity and importance to the practice of law. 
Former High Court Justice Michael Kirby has stated that ‘the construction of statutes is now, probably, the single most important 
aspect of legal and judicial work’.1 This sentiment has been expressed by High Court Justices and state Chief Justices, using 
metaphors of tsunamis2 and cosmology to convey the prominence of statute law, compared to case law.3 The message from the 
judiciary is unmistakeably clear and logical; the importance of legislation to modern legal practice needs to be reflected in law 
school curricula. 
Chief Justice Marilyn Warren (Victoria) and President of the Victorian Court of Appeal Chris Maxwell4 wrote to the Law Admissions 
Consultative Committee (‘LACC’) on the issue.5 This was perhaps prompted by a concern that the judiciaries’ written and spoken 
exhortations to the legal academy were not being fully addressed. Their Honours urged LACC to review the academic requirements 
of law degrees, with a view to ensuring that ‘the teaching of statutory interpretation is given the prominence and priority which its 
daily importance to modern legal practice warrants.’6 Concern was expressed that statutory interpretation was being taught in 
amorphous fashion across substantive law subjects, as opposed to being treated as a distinct body of law.7 
The evolution of statutory interpretation rules, cases and legislation into a ‘distinct body of law’ was articulated by Chief Justice 
Spigelman of the New South Wales Supreme Court in 2001.8 It is important that this classification does not obfuscate the fact that 
statutory interpretation is a means to an end, and not an end in itself. While we might read a good book for the inherent pleasure of 
doing so, we read statutes because they have instrumental value in helping us to understand how the law should apply to a 
particular set of facts. The distinct body of statutory interpretation law is constantly put to use to help solve disputes involving 
substantive law like torts law, property law, taxation law, constitutional law and criminal law. As Chief Justice Spigelman noted, ‘no 
area of the law has escaped statutory modification.’9 
The challenge for legal educators then, is to teach statutory interpretation well, and in a way that engages law students. While 
statutes themselves are often not entertaining reading, it is the context and consequences of statutory interpretation that can make 
the process interesting to students. Statutes themselves ‘are not designed to be entertaining, or emotionally powerful, or beautiful, 
or profound’.10 They have even been referred to as the ‘most repellent form of written expression known to man’.11 As surely as the 
Lannister family pays their debts,12 commencing law students are equally predictable in voicing their concerns in end-of-semester 
student evaluations about statutory interpretation taught through traditional methods: 
This is dry. 
This is boring. 
Statutory interpretation seems very theoretical,  
rather than practical. 
Why can’t legislators just say what they mean? 
Legal educators need to be honest and clever when dealing with student expectations regarding statutory interpretation. Honest, 
because learning the rules and principles of statutory interpretation (without context) can be very dry. There is no harm in saying 
so. Clever, because the process of statutory interpretation can ‘come alive’ if students are engaged with authentic and edgy 
scenarios that involve interesting legislation. This article suggests that law students in their first year like to do work that they 
believe lawyers actually do.13 If that work (in the form of statutory interpretation) is engaging, or even internally endorsed by 
students as critical to their future career, then legal academics have gone some way to positively preparing students for a future 
that will involve plenty of legislation. 
The focus of this article is on how statutory interpretation can be taught, rather than engaging with the question of how much it 
should be taught, or what should be taught. Our central argument is that we can ‘bring the sexy’ to statutory interpretation by 
shifting away from traditional teaching methods including text-based materials such as study guide tutorial problems. By creating a 
blended learning statutory interpretation experience for law students that utilises a complex and dynamic narrative, we can create 
legal scenarios involving characters with faces, voices, families and backstories. When done skilfully, the context of the scenario 
and the consequences for the characters can lead students to a sense of engagement with the process of statutory interpretation. 
Moreover the creation of such a learning experience does not require substantial funding or specialist technical expertise if cost 
effective multimedia such as virtual environments are effectively utilised.14 
The following sections of this article will outline how statutory interpretation was previously taught at one Queensland law school, 
and how that has transformed into a blended learning experience for first-year law students. The project Indigo’s Folly will be 
explained, along with the broader benefits of using virtual environments to create authentic and engaging learning opportunities for 
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law students. 
A traditional approach to the teaching of statutory interpretation  
The Queensland University of Technology Law School first teaches statutory interpretation to law students as part of an 
Introduction to Law subject. This subject consistently has an annual enrolment of 1000+ students, comprising both full-time and 
part-time, internal and external (off campus) students.  
The purpose of this Introduction to Law subject is to introduce students to the Australian legal system and the different arms 
of government at state and Commonwealth level. This includes a focus on the major sources of law in Australia and the 
institutions that create, interpret and administer the law. From the very outset, students are made aware of the importance 
and predominance of legislation as a primary source of law in contemporary Australia. Despite Australia’s identification as a 
common law country, with historical roots in the English common law system, students are taught (in the words of Justice 
Michael Kirby) that, ‘the world of common law principle is in retreat. It now circles the orbit of statute.’15 This requires a 
tertiary-led introduction to law that acknowledges the reality of 21st century legal practice. 
Prior to 2014, statutory interpretation was taught  
for three weeks in a 13-week semester (weeks 4–6 of semester). Three weeks of one-hour lectures were supplemented with 
three two-hour tutorials where students were expected to apply interpretation rules and principles to a set of facts. Before 
these interpretation lectures, students were taught about legislation more generally (lectures and hands-on workshops), with 
a focus on the identification, location16 and anatomy of an Act of parliament. As a general guide, the three lectures on 
statutory interpretation focussed on the following areas of content: 
Acts Interpretation Act 1901 (Cth) 
Acts Interpretation Act 1954 (Qld) 
Intrinsic material 
Extrinsic material 
Common law and legislative presumptions 
Syntactical presumptions. 
Each of the three statutory interpretation tutorials required students to consider a piece of legislation, and how it might apply to a 
particular set of circumstances. Mock pieces of legislation were included in the study guide, accompanied by reasonably elaborate 
sets of written facts. These tutorial activities became progressively trickier as the weeks progressed, with more interpretation rules 
being examined and potential outcomes being more uncertain/arguable. The mock pieces of legislation became larger, and real 
Queensland legislation was also introduced as the statutory basis for some questions. To help students answer a statutory 
interpretation question, a problem-solving (boilerplate) guide was provided, similar to that contained in the Good Practice Guide 
(Bachelor of Laws): Statutory Interpretation17 and a model proposed by Michelle Sanson.18 
While academic staff teaching in the subject were confident that the statutory interpretation material delivered to students was 
relevant, up-to-date and first year appropriate, there were residual concerns that students were not fully engaged with the topic of 
statutory interpretation. In an attempt to remedy this problem, a conscious effort was made to rewrite pieces of mock legislation and 
create edgy factual situations to draw students in. It became clear (from approximately 2010 to 2013) that no matter how modern, 
trendy, detailed or realistic our questions were, they were still written in black and white print, in a study guide, using Times New 
Roman 12 point font — and this was not engaging students. It was the common view among teaching staff that it was not the 
content of our questions that was failing to engage students, but the medium in which our statutory interpretation instruction was 
being presented. 
Indigo’s Folly: a narrative-centred learning experience 
Indigo’s Folly was created for the explicit purpose of making statutory interpretation more engaging for law students. The following 
objectives underpinned the adoption of a blended learning approach: 
Engagement of a technologically literate generation of learners; 
Involvement of realistic scenarios that provided a real-world context for the application of statutory interpretation principles; 
Scenarios presented in a memorable way (addressing importance of retention of learning through narrative);19 
A program which could be revisited throughout the degree to refresh understanding of statutory interpretation principles.20 
In 2014, Indigo’s Folly largely replaced the study guide-based statutory interpretation tutorial program in Introduction to Law. 
Indigo’s Folly sits within a Blackboard site and the program is entirely online. It comprises four learning modules, each of which 
contains at least one scenario video (and as many as four videos), a mock piece of legislation, extrinsic material (radio interviews 
with governments ministers, or excerpts from Hansard parliamentary proceedings) and a series of multiple-choice questions 
(theoretical and applied). Each week, students utilise these resources to prepare advice for Ian Indigo, the owner of the Sapphire 
nightclub. In each of the statutory interpretation tutorials, students are expected to bring along their written advice, and the class 
discusses whether the actions of Ian Indigo (or a third party) have breached a particular statute. The program utilises machinima 
video — computer graphics imagery created with the use of the Second Life virtual world rather than costly professional software or 
professional programming — to depict scenarios that simulate real world situations.21 As with the previous iteration of tutorials, 
there is a graduated level of difficulty involved with each of the modules. The program culminates in module four, with a nine-page 
mock piece of legislation, replete with insignia, table of contents, multiple sections, schedules and endnotes (including a key, list of 
legislation and list of annotations). 
Student response 
After ethical clearance was obtained, a formal survey was conducted at the end of first semester 2014, to assess student response 
to the program. The survey was anonymous, conducted electronically and contained both quantitative Likert-scale questions and 
open-ended qualitative questions. Interestingly three quarters of the 184 responses were from female students. Over 91.5 per cent 
of respondents were internal students. 
The results show an overwhelmingly positive reaction to the program. A total of 85 per cent of the respondents agreed or 
strongly agreed that the program helped them to engage with the skill of statutory interpretation more than they thought they 
would have done (with two per cent disagreeing or strongly disagreeing). Eighty seven per cent thought that they were 
encouraged to think about the skill of statutory interpretation more than they usually would (one per cent disagreeing or strongly 
disagreeing). Accompanying comments indicated that the Second Life machinima videos, and the narrative that they depicted, 
played a significant role in making the program engaging and interesting for students. As one student commented: 
It was engaging. It was motivating. It was unlike any other tool I have used to learn. The program allowed me to maintain interest in statutory 
interpretation. The program also allowed me to really question and understand statutory interpretation. The idea of an interactive program allowed 
me to WANT to learn. 
These results are consistent with literature that suggests that experiential learning environments play a significant role in promoting 
student engagement.22 
For many the program is a more effective learning resource than a textbook and text-based problems — the normal learning tools 
in a traditional approach to legal education: 
The graphics certainly helped set the scene, in terms of location and time. I found I absorbed more of the information in the first time watching the 
animation, rather than reading the facts on paper, multiple times. 
In the words of another: 
It was interesting and different, so I was able to remember the things I learnt from it a lot easier than reading it from the textbook. 
The narrative, following the stages of development of a warehouse to an operational nightclub, together with the simulated 
legislation and extrinsic materials (such as the simulated Hansard), provide a real world setting for the students’ learning. The 
literature suggests that providing such an authentic learning environment through simulation can be an effective way of enhancing 
engagement and long-term retention of knowledge and understanding,23 since students gain an appreciation of the relevance of 
what they are studying to experiences they may encounter in their future careers.24 This was reflected in the survey which found 
that 86 per cent of the respondents thought that the program helped them to see the real world relevance of the skill of statutory 
interpretation, and helped them to understand the skill of statutory interpretation in real world practice (two per cent disagreeing or 
strongly disagree in both cases). Indeed, the realism and real world settings were identified by students as being the best aspect of 
the program. As one student observed: 
It wasn’t a ridiculously made-up story, it was something that we could possibly be asked to advise on in the future. This made engaging in the 
program easier and made statutory interpretation easier to recall, as I had a real-life situation I could apply/relate rules to. 
Another expressed this thought by making the important connection between the law and the people it affects: 
I realised the extent to which legislation impacts the lives and choices of ordinary people. That helped to give a broader context to my studies. I 
realised how important it is to master the skill of statutory interpretation. 
This observation also reflects a point that is implicit in most of the qualitative comments; namely students’ willing suspension of 
disbelief when viewing the Second Life machinima videos and the depiction of the narrative. Simulation of real world scenarios may 
be created using real life actors in real life settings. However, absent substantial funding, such simulations may be limited in scope 
in the stories they can depict. By contrast, the use of a virtual world like Second Life, which allows customisation of the characters 
and the environments in which they are filmed, enables the depiction of a narrative that is wide in scope, for little or even no cost. 
This was the case with Indigo’s Folly, which follows the building work as it progresses from derelict warehouse to thriving nightclub 
and the many interactions between the owner, builder, lawyer and other characters in different settings. The program demonstrates 
that simulation using virtual characters and virtual settings can create an effective learning environment that does not sacrifice a 
sense of authenticity.25 It also leverages the unique ability of narratives ‘to draw audiences into plots and settings, thereby opening 
perceptual, emotional, and motivational opportunities for learning.’26 
In the final analysis, 83 per cent of survey respondents reported that they agreed or strongly agreed that they enjoyed using 
Indigo’s Folly as part of their studies (two per cent disagreeing or strongly disagreeing). A large number of respondents commented 
that the program was entertaining and fun. Having fun has been recognised as being a powerful stimulus for effective learning. 27 
As one of the students stated: 
I thought it was a great interactive way of learning. Statutory Interpretation is for many people a boring subject but this module spiced it up a 
bit. For the first time in a while, I actually enjoyed logging on and doing the required work. 
Another expressed the point even more succinctly: 
[I] could pretend I wasn’t really studying. 
One further point of interest emerged from the survey. When asked how best to describe their preferred learning style, nine per 
cent of students indicated they learn best from visual materials and 78 per cent thought that they learn best from a combination of 
visual and text-based materials. Only seven per cent responded that they learn best from text-based materials. And yet learning 
from text-based materials alone provides the basis for a traditional approach to legal education. If the cohort of students responding 
to the survey is representative of modern day law students, there is a salient lesson to be learnt for the design of learning 
environments that are better attuned to contemporary learning preferences. In contrast to the traditional paradigm of legal 
education, the use of Second Life machinima videos, supported by simulated documents and narrative-centred learning 
environments, is inclusive of a range of student learning styles and teaching strategies, providing students with the opportunity to 
visualise ideas and concepts.28 
Conclusion 
Statutory interpretation has been variously referred to as a science, an art, a distinct body of law,29 an intolerable wrestle,30 and the 
single most important aspect of legal and judicial work.31 Due to its importance to the contemporary practice of law, law students 
need to be well versed and rehearsed in the rules of statutory interpretation and their application to legal problems. This article 
suggests that law students can be engaged with statutory interpretation, through the use of blended-learning teaching approaches. 
Everyone likes stories, and authentic storytelling can lead to powerful learning outcomes. The combination of visual narrative and 
statutory interpretation instruction holds promise for law student engagement and the closing of an intellectual gap ‘twixt education 
and practice. 
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